Introduction
The Norwegian delegation to the opening ceremony of the Bejing Summer Olympics in 2008 was for the first time ever led by a 'visible' minority athlete. The choice of the female weightlifter Ruth Kasirye as the bearer of the Norwegian flag was commented on in many newspapers in the following weeks. The leadership of the Norwegian Sport Federation and Olympic Committee (NIF/NOK) explained to the media that the choice of Kasirye was a signal of inclusion and the multicultural character of Norwegian sport.
1 Most editors on sports pages and other newspaper sections agreed with this interpretation and supported the choice, claiming it as an important declaration on the part of Norwegian sport and in Norway more generally. Kasirye's gender and colour worked together to signify a symbolic inclusion of two categories of individuals central to recent integration and anti-discrimination debates in Norway.
A general point throughout this article is that 'race', racism and diversity in Norway, and in Norwegian sport, give out ambivalent and often contradictory messages. Norway has a long history of international excellence in winter sport, where cross-country skiing, skating and ski jumping are the sports most closely associated with national identity. These sports have been, and still are marked by whiteness. In sport, as in other parts of society, norms expressed in top-down policy documents, and practices and experiences on the ground, belong to different social registers. On the ground, in sport clubs and teams, age group, type of sport and achievement level are variables influencing inclusion and racialisation processes. In addition, the framing of specific sporting contexts by the media and the governing bodies of sport influences how an athlete, or a particular case, is interpreted by fans and the general public. The choice and the framing of Kasirye as the Norwegian flag-bearer in the Bejing Olympics touch upon many distinctions. She is an elite athlete from a sport that rarely attracts attention in the Norwegian media. In the Olympic setting, however, she becomes a symbol for a top-down policy of inclusion. While editors saluted the choice of Kasirye, other opinions surfaced in protest emails to the Norwegian Olympic committee and on the debate pages of local newspapers. On 13 August 2008, in the local newspaper Fredrikstad Blad, for instance, a local male reader argued that it was wrong to select a non-white person as a flagbearer in the Olympics. His main argument was that Kasirye was a person Norwegians in general not could identify with. This reader's comment was followed by a longer debate in the newspaper, and the editor was accused of publishing racist arguments.
While the Kasirye case illustrates differences between top-down and certain bottom-up majority perspectives, other cases involving non-white top athletes in Norway illustrate the importance of excellence if an athlete is to be categorised as 'truly' Norwegian. In 2007, the summer before the Bejing Olympics, another non-white Norwegian athlete became a national media celebrity. Sprinter Jaysuma Saidi N'Dure, Norwegian citizen of Gambian background, broke the Norwegian record for the 100 meters in August 2007. After this event, Norwegian sports pages praised N'Dure's achievement and his Norwegian-ness. Earlier in the summer, on 5 July 2007, when N'Dure first broke his personal record, the biggest Oslo newspaper, Aftenposten, featured an article entitled 'Victim of big politics', stating that 'Jaysuma is Norwegian after having lived and trained in Norway since 2002'. The article described how the Gambian track and field association threatened N'Dure with a three-year quarantine after he changed his citizenship from Gambian to Norwegian in 2006. The article's main message, like that of many similar articles in the same period, was that N'Dure risked not being allowed to compete for Norway in future international championships, such as the summer Olympics the following year. A few days after the new national record, the Norwegian public was informed that earlier in the summer N'Dure had tested positive for cannabis after a track and field meeting in Lucerne. The first sentence in the 15 August 2007 Aftenposten article commenting on this test was 'The Norwegian-Gambian sprinter was released with a warning'. From being praised for his Norwegian-ness throughout the summer, N'Dure was now, in the cannabis context, not simply Norwegian.
The two examples of Kasirye and N'Dure illustrate how sporting context (Olympics, positive dope-testing) influences media portrayal, and also how top-down policies and bottom-up perspectives on non-white top athletes may differ significantly. Both athletes were Norwegian citizens. Other categories of non-white athletes include professional sport migrants playing in Norway with foreign citizenship, and minority ethnic children, adults
